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TRIVIA: In the early 1900s, this man was county attorney and state representative before serving in

World War I. He was instrumental in forming the American Legion and although he ran unsuccessful-
ly for United States Senator, he served the nation as ambassador to Denmark, Rumania and the Irish

Free State. Hi s name wasé (see page 6 for answer)



DCHC Retrospect Spring

A Message from our county chair, Dr. Charlotte Mooneyhami

Denton County, Be s|t
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Six Texas Historical Commission Markers Approi/ed
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ton County Historical Commi ssibn (®€8C) that six (6) markers
have been approved for 2016. One of the other two markers appr
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By Laura Treat

Seventfjour years ago, in March 1942, a local theater magn

pony farmer, and Hollywood studio executives collaborated

1-minute short film into a countgle event built on patriotism, n

talgia, and a love for little ponies.
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Will Williams was a prominent and well-known resident of
Denton County before his moment in the spotlight. He became
involved in the Shetland pony business in 1905 when he bought
his children several of the small animals, ordered directly from
the Shetland Islands all the way across the North Atlantic
Ocean. Williams soon became one of the country’s most active
and successful breeders. His ponies were sold internationally
and were celebrated as performers in the circus, movies, and

other entertainment venues.

The Williams pony farm caught the eye of Jerry Fairbanks
Studios in Hollywood, California. Since 1937, Fairbanks had pro-
duced theatrical short subjects, “Unusual Occupations,” for Par-
amount Pictures. The series featured eccentric and “unusual”
people with exotic jobs and strange hobbies. Once a story was
selected as a candidate, it was marked with a pin and slip of pa-
per on a large map in the studio research department wall.
Once a cluster of pins accumulated in a region a mobile photo-
graphic unit was sent to the area to photograph the stories.
When producer Fairbanks learned of Williams, cameramen

were sent to photograph the farm.
The charming film shows the 640-acre pony farm in Denton

TRULY AN UNUSUAL
ACCUPATION

The World's First and only

SHETLAND
PONY EXPRESS

DALLAS
™
DENTON
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©OUUWILL WILLIAMS?

| SHETLAND PONY FARM
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ABOVE: Ad from the Denton RecordChronicle, March 2, 1942
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ABOVE: Will Williams at his Shetland Pony Farm

and Williams performing a favorite trick which involved teaching
his ponies to come running when he rang a bell and said “Hey!”
His 5-year-old granddaughter, Kay, is seen riding and feeding
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these “little ponies for little people.” The Denton Record Chroni-

clelater reported that an "expensive color camera made a mov-
ie set out of this pastoral farm" and that the “ponies were
slicked up and gradually grew accustomed to the strange equip-
ment. Denton was in the movies!" A DVD copy can be checked
out at the University of North Texas Media Library (DVD

16659R).
i {dFNISRéERREGKR 2o a4V yIHR
t S2LX S

In January 1942, the Record Chronic@enounced that J.P. Har-
rison of the Interstate Theater Co. had secured a world premi-
ere of the “Unusual Occupations” episode and a whirlwind of
publicity began. There were near daily news articles and adver-
tisements. A “Most Popular and Patriotic Boy and Girl” of Den-
ton County contest was announced. Winners would be award-
ed their own Shetland pony. Voting coupons were earned by
shopping at sponsoring businesses. Local children including Bob-
by McMakin, Mack Kenneth Foster, Quincy Merl Hughes, and
Patsy Manson posted advertisements in the Chronicl&oliciting
votes. Webber Jan Farris advertised, "My dad said he would help
me in the 'Patriotic and Popular Boy and Girl' Contest...if you
have any votes | could have if you will telephone he will come
for them, and | would certainly appreciate your help." By the
end of February, there were 339 registered. A sub-contest even
emerged to name the ponies awarded to contestants. A $5 de-
fense saving stamp was the prize for the best names with those

of a “patriotic nature preferred.”

In February, Paramount publicist Tom McKeann met with the
Denton Chamber of Commerce and out of this meeting came a
strange and fantastic publicity stunt —on March 4%, 1942, a
group of local children would recreate the Pony Express on
Shetland ponijeby delivering the “Unusual Occupations” film

reel from Dallas to Denton! See OPoni esdé on
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POﬂ €S continued from page 4

As the event approached, it became larger and more fantastic.
Locals were urged to attend on horseback (or stick ponies).
Texas Governor Coke Stevenson confirmed and students from
Texas State College for Women (Ernestine Ashe, Alice Jane
Baird, Betty Buchanan, Anna Ruth Ashe, and Lena Marie Adams)
and North Texas State University (Jackie Foster, Sue Stubbs,
Jackie McKay, Jewel Taylor, and Jo Frances Worley) were to be
his “guard of beauty.” World champion roper, 9-year-old
Wayne McGill would perform on the courthouse lawn while a
“full-blooded descendant of the Choctaw Indian tribe” would

exhibit a selection of hunting tools.

and North Texas State University (Jackie Foster, Sue Stubbs,
Jackie McKay, Jewel Taylor, and Jo Frances Worley) were to be
his “guard of beauty.” World champion roper, 9-year-old
Wayne McGill would perform on the courthouse lawn while a
“full-blooded descendant of the Choctaw Indian tribe” would
exhibit a selection of hunting tools. It was raining on March 4th,
when people gathered at the Paramount Film exchange on
South Harwood Street to oversee the departure of Mac Foster.
Followed by locals on horseback, police cars, Life Magazine pho-
tographers, and a news crew with a motion picture camera
mounted onto a station wagon, Foster made his first stop at
City Hall where Police Chief Welch handed over letters to be
delivered to Denton officials. At Commerce Street and Industri-
al Boulevard, Curtis Erwin took over and rode along “the route
of the new highway out of Dallas.” Paramount cameraman Jack
Whitman later told the Record Chroni@éan incident when he
noticed a field of ponies off of the highway and thought it might
be interesting to have fielded ponies meet the pony express
riders. “It was a bad guess...the fenced-in ponies merely looked
up in envy.”

Riding continued with Sheriff Roy Moore supervising the
changing of ponies every 2-3 miles. A crowd gathered in Carrol-
ton for Major J.C. Davis and Betty Jean Abbey—a bareback rid-
er and only girl in the contest. In Lewisville, schools were let
out and a “herd of wild horses were driven across the street”
for the cameras. Back in Denton, a replica pony express relay
station was the background for the ceremonies. Governor Ste-
venson visited NTSU and TSCW before lunching with Williams.
When the pony express “thundered across the finish line” at
the Texas Theater at 1:00 p.m., it was said that a world record
had been broken with a travel time of 2 hours and 37.8
minutes. Because the theater planned to show the news reel at
the world premiere the following day, Whitman rushed back to
Dallas to process and edit the film. Due to high demand, the
premiere was held at all 3 downtown theaters. Prior to the
screening, Dorothy Hester (sp.) and George Watkins were an-
nounced as the “Most Patriotic Boy and Girl” of Denton Coun-
ty and were presented with ponies “Victory” and “Liberty.”
Unfortunately, | have not been able to locate nearly as much
information about the premiere of the film or its reception as |
was about the Pony Express ride. A search for the Life magazine

article and the Paramount Newsreel have been unsuccessful.

I f you have any additionjal i
press: event, please contact Laura Treat at
laura.treat@unt.eaur by phone at 940.369.5293. If yoy
were part of the extravaganza and have home movieq pho-

tographs, or memorabilia, please consider bringing th}m

down to UNT for a free community digitization event oh Sat-
urday, April 30, 2016 from 10 a.m. until 5 p.m. More de-
tails are available on the projects Facebook page:
www.facebook.com/SpotlightNTX
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Photo: DJ Taylor

Photo: Kelly Sutherland

ABOVE, Left: The Elm Fork Bridge on the Ray Roberts lake Greenbelt, just off FM 428 (Sherman Drive).

ABOVE, Right: Certificates of Appreciation were presented by Beth Stribling, DCHC Marker chair, to Morgan Gieringer and
Zachery Richardson who researched the bridges history and wrote the historical narrative , to the Denton County Commis-
sioners Court, represented by Denton County Judge Mary Horn. At the right is DCHC Marker Committee member Annell

Bradford who assisted with the presentations.
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http://www.texashistory.unt.edu
http://www.texasarchive.org
mailto:laura.treat@unt.edu
http://www.facebook.com/SpotlightNTX
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